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Foreign-owned maquila processing plants in Central America continue to come under attack
for alleged sweatshop conditions and denying workers rights. Despite some indication that
governments are moving to improve these conditions, officials still attack critics as agents of foreign
powers attempting to destroy the maquila sectors. In a 1997 report, the Venezuela-based Latin
American Workers Federation said workers rights had declined along with the increase in poverty.
Among those declining rights is collective bargaining. In some countries less that 7% of workers are
union members.
The International Labor Organization (ILO) says only 1.2% of Salvadoran maquila workers are
unionized. And Human Rights Watch (HRW) said that, in a US-owned shirt factory in Guatemala,
workers were discouraged from organizing through pay cuts and threats of violence. The maquila
sector in Central America employs more than 300,000 workers, about 75% of them women, so that
labor issues have become entangled in women's and human rights issues.
Ian Chambers, ILO regional representative, said the maquila sector operates outside the norms
of worker guarantees and collective bargaining, "with high levels of discrimination and in the
detriment of human rights." In Honduras and El Salvador, workers charge that employers pay
organizers to set up company-controlled union federations. Sonia Aguirre Vargas of the Central
Sandinista de Trabajadores de Nicaragua alleged that four unions work with the Labor Ministry and
foreign owners instead of representing workers.

Business leaders call for expulsion of maquila critic
Central American government and business leaders have generally responded to international
labor and human rights criticism of conditions in the factories by placing the plants out of bounds
to outside inspection. A human rights worker in Honduras said maquiladoras are like "small forts
that no one can get into, not even the government." Visits by such nongovernmental organizations
as the US- based National Labor Committee (NLC), which lobbies the US Congress on overseas
sweatshops, are especially resented by business associations.
In 1996, the business association Consejo Hondureno de la Empresa Privada, (COHEP) asked the
Honduran government to expel the NLC's Charles Kernaghan for denouncing conditions in maquila
textile plants (see NotiCen, 09/19/98). His efforts stirred an international controversy by publicizing
conditions in a factory that produces Kathie Lee Gifford brand clothing for the US discount chain
Wal-Mart. Though some members of the National Assembly expressed concern about conditions
in the maquila sector, government officials either denied the allegations or attacked Kernaghan for
trying to eliminate competition for US manufacturers.
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In June 1997, 100 female workers fainted in a Korean- owned factory. While admitting that the
factory was greatly overcrowded, COHEP president Juan Bendeck suggested that the illnesses might
have been faked promoted by groups who wanted to destroy the maquila sector. He said he was
worried that "the incident might affect investment and the image of the country." However, a doctor
attending some of the women said most were undernourished and recommended that the Labor
Ministry inspect conditions in the factories.
A month later the maquila owners association (La Asociacion de Maquiladores de Honduras) said
lack of ventilation had caused the problem. During his second visit in August 1998, Kernaghan
found the same conditions as in 1996, and he met the same reception from government and COHEP
officials. After visiting factories in the northern city of San Pedro Sula, Kernaghan said supervisors
humiliated the workers, denied pregnant women visits to clinics, and forced them to work in
unhealthful conditions at salaries as low as US$0.44 per day.
Kernaghan also questioned the practice of permitting maquilas to avoid local taxes. He said
Wal-Mart earnings from the sale of Honduran-made clothing are greater than the Honduras
national budget, but Wal-Mart pays no taxes to the Honduran government. Maquila association
representatives defended conditions as adequate and said the wages are among the highest in
Honduras. Trade Vice Minister Dario Hernandez explained that foreign investors "come here
because there are conditions for making more profit." Bendeck said Kernaghan was putting people
out of work, and he should be declared persona non grata and a protest sent to the US government.
"Nobody has really put him in his place," Bendeck said. "I think we have to set an example because
we could suddenly have thousands of unemployed people in the street and it would be his fault."
Despite charges that Kernaghan is ruining the Honduran maquiladora sector, it remains the
fastest growing part of the economy with nearly US$1 billion invested in 210 plants. In 1996, when
Kernaghan made his controversial inspection, the sector employed 65,000 workers. Today, the
number is around 100,000. A report by the Banco Central de Honduras (BCH), released in August,
shows the sector will register between US$300 million and US$400 million in value added a 29%
increase over 1997.
In El Salvador, pressure from the Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) and
foreign labor groups to improve conditions in the maquilas brought a similar reaction. In January,
governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) called the criticism of maquila conditions
"economic sabotage." In Nicaragua, Human Rights Watch asked the government in February
to investigate reports that Labor Ministry inspectors had interfered with union organizing at a
Taiwan-owned factory in January. Of 90 workers who signed a petition to organize sent to the Labor
Ministry, 21 were fired, said HRW.
Following two protest strikes, the workers were rehired and the union permitted to organize.
Roberto Moreno of the Labor Ministry's legal department said the Ministry supported the right to
organize but had to delay the process because of mistakes in the documents. "Nicaragua guarantees
full union freedom," Moreno said.
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Factories in Nicaragua's free-trade zones came under fire last year in an expose of working
conditions broadcast on US television with information supplied by the National Labor Committee.
Government and business leaders said the broadcast was part of a smear campaign. At the same
time, some observers see signs of improvement. A month after the HRW complaint, Nicaragua
became the first country in Central America to pass a code of ethics to defend workers in the freetrade zones.
The legislation guarantees equal pay for women, protection from discrimination because of
pregnancy, protection against abuse by factory owners, and protection of the right to medical
examinations. It also prohibits hiring workers who are less than 14 years of age. To enforce the code,
representatives from employers and the government will monitor compliance. However, union
leaders are concerned that workers may still not have enough leverage to insure enforcement of
the code. [Sources: Associated Press, 08/11/97; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 02/13/98;
Reuters, 06/05/97, 02/24/98; Inter Press Service, 02/17/97, 04/07/97, 04/29/97, 07/22/97, 03/18/98; El
Tiempo (Honduras), 06/02/97, 07/18/98; Notimex, 08/14/98, 08/20/98]
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